here. The fi res triggered existing anxieties in a very revealing way in terms of media coverage and the kinds of concerns that people were expressing. And also these fi res were really unprecedented in terms of human history in Australia.
Climate change has just thrown the world into a different and rather precarious situation with respect to natural disasters such as we've just experienced over the past few years. We're seeing now the convergent consequences of the increase in world temperatures, the bone dryness of the soil, and all of those precipitating human settlement and climate factors that relate to serious bush fi res here. Even experts in the fi eld are saying, "Wow, we just have to rewrite the book on bush fi re preparedness and what our response should be." So the larger context has all of us who are involved with disaster preparedness and response here seriously thinking about what our advice to the public should be.
EP:
Can you describe in plain language the role of an environmental psychologist?
JPR: Robert Gifford (Environmental Psychology: Principles and Practice, 2007) has a good working defi nition of environmental psychology as the study of transactions between individuals and their physical settings, going on to say that in these transactions, individuals change the environment, and their behavior and experiences are changed by the environment. While there are several aspects of this defi nition that I like, in particular the transactional and reciprocal impact emphasis, I guess my own take, on refl ection, would be that environmental psychology is an area of psychology which has given the environment and people's transactions with their environments equal focus and consideration in understanding human behavior and experience. This is quite revolutionary within psychology, however logical it, of course, is.
"The environment" in environmental psychology, while typically making reference to the physical environment, both natural and human altered, importantly encompasses the social and cultural environment, and human perceptions, constructions, and appraisals of and responses to environments. Lastly, the ecological perspective of environmental psychology acknowledges that we are, of course, an integral part of this encompassing natural environment and all that that implies.
Were there salient life experiences or events that led you to your focus on environmental psychology? self-constructions. Most ecopsychologists would say, "Yes, Liz is one of us." And undoubtedly she is. So we had various discussions about ecopsychology, and self and the natural environment, at the time. Also, in my own applied work as an environmental and social psychologist, I was very aware that people in the natural sciences and environmental management were very unclear about what psychology was, much less environmental psychology. But many of them had had some exposure to popular articles on ecopsychology, often thinking that that's what environmental psychology was. And so there were a number of language matters and misconceptions that I wanted to address, along with a number of questions and issues that were neither being asked nor raised by ecopsychology proponents.
An important objective of that article was really to both communicate and showcase, I guess, some areas of psychology that ecopsychologists did not seem to be aware of. You know, the earlier ecological psychology approaches that were present in psychology from the time of William James, and the extensive place identity and attachment and meaning literature, which is highly relevant to ecopsychology.
There is a rich and diverse and highly relevant psychological literature out there. I think I was nonplussed, really, that the literature that people seem to be grasping onto in terms of ecopsychology was much more of a selective psychiatric, clinical, and counseling literature without the appreciation that there was a much broader convergent intellectual legacy here. I felt personally that it was important to be familiar with this academic and philosophical and intellectual and literary legacy if one wanted to develop an ecopsychology or indeed an environmental psychology.
Joe, this is really helpful. I strongly agree with you. It's interesting. I had been aware of your article years ago, and then along my own path, I rediscovered many of the things you talked about. I do see your article as a lost invitation for dialogue between those who were calling for a more holistic approach to, as you say in your "Whither …" article, the meaning of human connection to the greater web of life and those working in primarily empirical ways. I'm wondering if you could identify some of the reasons why there wasn't more of a dialogue back then? JPR: Look, I think there was a real defensiveness on the part of some ecopsychologists, though not on the part of Roszak and indeed many other people who were very open. You know, they So I was one of many really who were drawn away from the social into the environmental area.
Let's talk about ecopsychology. Joe, your 1995 article "Whither Environmental Psychology: The Transpersonal Ecopsychology Crossroads" has often been cited as a primary critique of early, or what I would call, fi rst-generation ecopsychology. Some have used your article, inappropriately I believe, to dismiss ecopsychology. But I see your article as a very respectful engagement with ecopsychology, questioning the work of thinkers, primarily Theodore Roszak, on their own terms. I think it's very, very helpful. While you had questions about ecopsychology as a conceptual and possibly ideological platform, you made it clear that you had no problems with the mission of ecopsychology or its concern for the environment. I know you have described to me in a previous conversation your personal experiences interacting with individuals that were identifying themselves as ecopsychologists in various professional settings. Can we go back in time to the 1990s and some of the thinking and events that informed your writing?
JPR: I'm happy to do that. I certainly never intended nor wrote the article to be a scathing critique of ecopsychology. I tried to write it in a more invitational and questioning way because I really felt that there was a need for more conceptual clarity with respect to many of the notions and constructs that were too easily talked about and used in that context. I had also read Theodore Roszak's books and was extremely impressed by them. I had a real interest in the history of the environmental movement and where that was going. I have also had a long-term interest in Buddhist approaches generally and other Asian perspectives relating to environmental philosophy. I was also steeped in Deep Ecology and contrasting cultural assumptions and perspectives concerning the nature of human consciousness and being in the world. I had lived and worked with a very traditionally oriented Aboriginal community in the Northern Territory for 3 years in the mid-1970s and was deeply appreciative of the relativity of cultural assumptions, values, and understandings of human-ecosystem relationships. So if anything, I was very receptive to some of what was being discussed in the context of ecopsychology.
Also at that time, I was supervising Elizabeth Bragg, a PhD student who was doing some wonderful and challenging work on the extent to which people incorporated the natural world in their no reference to environmental psychology-based natural resource management and conservation work that had been ongoing since the late 1960s or to other areas of psychology that seemed particular relevant, such as restoration, humanistic psychology, environmental education, etc. So I felt saddened. I felt that a more informed and less hostile perspective from this minority, but very public group, of ecopsychology spokespersons would have found a very different reception from psychologists.
And having said that, it is also the case that in psychology some of the too aloof, distant, and positivist stereotype was and remains true. Psychology was so experimental and evidence based in orientation, so behaviorally oriented in some respects, so professionally focused in terms of individuals being credentialed in a particular way that it was, as a discipline, reasonably siloed and precious. It was certainly not very interdisciplinary, at least with respect to other social sciences and cultural studies, nor was it, as a discipline and profession, as critically refl ective as it should and could have been.
So to the extent that ecopsychologists were reacting against that, I was sympathetic because that much was to some extent the case. I have strong views about psychologists becoming more literate with respect to ecological and other environmental perspectives. This is prerequisite for a discipline and profession in which the natural environment is formally acknowledged as an integral part of our behavior, our experience, the human condition, and of course who and what we are. And, as well, ecopsychologists in their own way were much more interdisciplinary, were much more aware of and in touch with currents in cultural studies and other areas of the humanities and environmental studies, and much more in touch with popular culture and where people generally were at.
So, in all those respects, I understood where many of those espousing ecopsychology were coming from. But I thought that there were some unfortunate aspects of how ecopsychology was being presented that were going to alienate many psychologists and be also very confusing for the general public.
There did seem to be a decade-long sort of "cold war" between ecopsychology and mainstream psychology and related fi elds like environmental studies. One of the goals of this journal is to try to bridge some of that gap. I think part of the barrier wasn't the subject matter per se but values and culture. Early ecopsychology operated very much in a countercultural mode; associating with "the system" and with positivist science was suspect.
JPR:
Maybe I can follow that up, Thomas. One of the dilemmas, as you would know, in the United States, if we're talking of when I were extending a hand and really asking for help from psychology, which I thought was unprecedented really. I think I and many other psychologists were really very touched by that. I wasn't entirely sure that Roszak really understood some areas in psychology and where we could or really couldn't provide help. But I felt that this respectful and very genuine request on the part of Roszak and others was an exceptional initiative that psychology should spend some time with and respond to. I think there was some insecurity perhaps on the part of individuals who were nonpsychologists, maybe because they weren't psychologists. I don't think that mattered at all with respect to anyone engaging with what was clearly an interdisciplinary area and, in part, a social movement. But the professional label of psychologist was nonetheless a legal and public interest issue.
There was a confusion of psychology with psychiatry. You know, there was a very strong antipsychiatry movement in the United States in the 60s and 70s, and maybe justifi ably so. There were some brilliant people on both sides of that debate-I used to use some of [R. D.] Laing's work in my teaching of psychology, for example. I have always been very interested in critical refl ective processes within psychology.
I'm thinking of [Kenneth] Gergen, [John] Shotter, and other critics of psychology. But the problem was that some "ecopsychology" proponents were confusing and confl ating very different histories, issues, and arguments in what came across as a frontal attack on a psychology, which was not only aloof and removed from human/ nature but which was somehow responsible for alienation in the modern world and imminent ecocollapse. I certainly had no problem with people being critical of psychology. But to confuse psychology with psychiatry and 20 years later to be reiterating this antipsychiatry discourse as a cogent argument for ecopsychology didn't seem to me to be entirely sensible.
This was, I guess, not so much insulting to psychologists, as it was refl ective of a very limited appreciation of the breadth and depth of psychology. Such a message and challenge wasn't going to go down well among conventional psychologists who would say, "Well, where are you people coming from with this almost vitriolic"-as it seemed to me in reading some of the literature-"… attack on psychology?" Particularly when there were actually many psychologists who were really doing "good work" (in Gary Snyder's terms), working passionately in their own ways for the environment, and who had been doing this as individuals and professionals for a very long time. I'm thinking here of Stuart Oskamp, Stephen and Rachel Kaplan, Paul Stern, Carol Werner, Debra Winter, George Howard, and many others. There was also I think a collective concern around the world is making people revisit and pay more attention to many things that weren't talked about some time ago. People are probably discovering or rereading Roszak and thinking, "Wow, we really should have paid more attention here," or "We really needed to embrace some aspects of this, such as the psychological impact of the dread factor that's out there in terms of what's going to happen to the planet."
Think of Robert Lifton's and Joanna Macy's work with respect to the nuclear threat-well, what we have in front of us with global climate change is something similar to the nuclear threat in that it has galvanized everybody's attention and concern because we are clearly in a time of particular peril. And also I think psychology has matured a little bit. It is more open in many aspects. Many clinical psychologists and counseling psychologists in their own way have brought ecopsychology to their colleagues and better explained the real value of that perspective to them.
Maybe everybody is a bit more ecologically literate and environmentally aware. That's why I'm very hopeful about this initiative with this new journal and with the rationale that you're providing for it-because the time is right. If we don't do this now and if we're not successful, we've lost a critical opportunity at a crucial point in time to change how we think about, feel about, and understand our connection to the natural world. Let's not lose the opportunity again that was there maybe a decade or a decade and a half ago.
EP:
The ecopsychology idea, the depth of it, really does speak to people in way that a purely academic approach does not. I think it's because ecopsychology shares a lot in common with deep ecology. It becomes a philosophy of life and a way of organizing meaning on multiple levels. JPR: Look, again Thomas, I completely agree with you. And really I think the world has moved on in a way, and psychology hasn't. The environmental discourse that's out there is using the kind of language that in many ways ecopsychology is using. You know, there has been a very substantial theoretical and research focus on this in terms of social representations-for example, the extent to which Freudian psychoanalysis has been taken up by popular culture and how it permeates our language, how it permeates our everyday thinking and conversations. This happens across the board with many changing understandings, such as our very notion of self and personhood. This has certainly happened with respect to "the environment."
I think the idiom of distress of the person on the street with respect to anxieties and concerns with what's happening to the wrote this article, and the decade before that, in the case of most introductory psychology courses, there was little or no reference to environmental psychology. There might be the occasional lecture or paragraph somewhere where somebody would make some reference to environmental psychology, environmental problems, and what psychology had to offer, but the environment, as construct and foundational perspective, or environmental psychology were rarely given any curriculum consideration or space.
The very nature of academic programs in psychology in many universities is very experimental, traditional, and suspicious of what might be seen as popular culture notions of psychology. So even to express an interest in something like ecopsychology was diffi cult for a student to do and equally diffi cult for many staff members to broach or respond to in an even-handed and informed way. While environmental psychology has achieved reasonable respectability and status in those quarters where it is now a known fi eld of psychology, this only came about when environmental psychology was also being seen as a science and as undertaking good, credible experimental research. Initial environmental psychology books had no reference to ecopsychology, as such, or to these other perspectives. So there were impediments in terms of how psychology was presented to students and the professional psychological discourse itself.
EP: I think we're still playing this out. One of my goals in interviewing you was to recover this dialogue and foreground it in this new journal, to, in effect, make up for lost time. I think it's still an unfolding story, and the place of an ecopsychology perspective in professional practice and academia remains to be seen. If we fast-forward to 2009, the world is very different than it was in the early 1990s. There are different individuals in leadership in environmental psychology and within professional organizations like the American Psychological Association (APA). There has been work, such as Winter and Koger's The Psychology of Environmental Problems, which is respectful and inclusive about different perspectives, including ecopsychology. So that set a different tone.
I think an openness to different perspectives is driven by the urgency of environmental issues, particularly climate change. I wonder if you could speak to how you see the terrain as different now; what are the opportunities that we did not have back in the early 1990s?
JPR: Thomas, I think you're absolutely right. I think there is a wonderful, albeit tragic window of opportunity here because of climate change and the fact that many convergent kinds of environmental problems are reaching a very critical state. mate change. They're talking about the socially constructed threat and devastation that's on the horizon and they are asking, "Well, what does this mean for myself, for humanity?"
In terms of psychological adaptation, we need to get our headsand hearts-around this problem. We need to be able to monitor and manage our emotional response to it so that self-protective responses do not get in the way of our doing useful things in our own life and making a constructive, personally meaningful contribution to addressing this very complex problem.
I think part of my involvement with the issue of climate change is because I really am very concerned that we as psychologists be more interdisciplinary and more open to collaborative engagement with communities and other professions. Just as an example, and this is something you've heard me go on about, there is a view among some environmental psychologists that what is really important is to foster environmentally signifi cant behaviors (ESBs), that is, behavior that contributes directly to reducing humanity's net carbon footprint on the world. Everything else is far less relevant and consequential. We really have to focus on the ESBs to turn things around. Everything else is sort of window dressing really, or a self-serving kind of pseudo-therapeutic response, which allows people to feel good about what they're doing, but it's not really addressing or solving the problem.
I don't accept this view. I think that it's very important that people are able to take action, to do meaningful things in their own life, to counter what they see as this problem, to be part of the solution and not just part of the problem. And so there are multiple psychological benefi ts to taking action with respect to climate change. Even if at the end of the day the positive contribution made to a community's net carbon footprint was immeasurably modest, that is still a quite acceptable and worthwhile outcome. If we shift attention from climate change mitigation to climate change-and psychological-adaptation, people have been very usefully and adaptively engaged in personally relevant and consequential environmental and human problem solving.
It is not the case that I am not very concerned about our carbon footprint. That's absolutely critical as well. But I think what all of the psychological research tells us is that if people feel more selfeffi cacious, if they feel more in control of their life, if they feel that they're doing something meaningful about the problems they see and experience, if they're taking some personal responsibility, then all of that is going to lead to being much more receptive to behavior change in terms of ESB. If we ignore the psychological in addressing the environmental, we are not going to achieve much by way of ESB because we have really ignored so much of planet are much more in ecopsychology terms. We have to be attuned to that. We have to be aware of it. And for the average client coming in, what is more meaningful to them, a conventional psychoanalytic description and perspective of their problem, or some type of social learning or cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) analysis, or an analysis in terms of their connection to and relationship with the natural and social world in which they live?
Well, my intuition tells me it's probably the latter and that our formal, theoretical models in psychology are in many ways out of touch with the vernacular that's out there. That's not just a language thing, of course, because we are really talking about how people are experiencing themselves in the world and their disconnection with it. I think that we need to pay attention to that, and I think ecopsychology-oriented psychologists and counselors working with clients perhaps have been much more on the mark than conventional psychologists have.
That's a great point and a good segue to your work on climate change. We've had a chance to serve together on the APA Climate Change Task Force. I'm wondering if you can speak to some of your current thinking about adaptation to climate change. JPR: I have been interested in global environmental change for a long time. That has to do with more general and irreversible changes that are taking place in ecosystems around the world and convergent aspects of environmental degradation but also refl ects fi eldwork trips and evening conversations with several brothers, and with other scientists, whose work takes them into areas of geomorphoplogy, paleoecology, and archeology. The challenge of climate change pulls together much of my diverse professional work across environmental and social psychology.
Basically, I see that we are building this cultural picture of what's happening to the world and why and who is responsible and what we can do about it. All of that is immensely importantand very social psychological-not just in turning things around in terms of greenhouse gas emissions but also in offering people some assistance in terms of how they might better understand and come to terms with these seemingly apocalyptic threats that are now facing the world, how they might better manage how they're feeling about these myriad threats and uncertainties, their daily exposure to this media litany of environmental catastrophes that seem to be taking place.
Climate change is a complex phenomenon. Literally, climate change in terms of changes in atmospheric climate patterns, planet Earth, is not what people mean when they talk about cli-
